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This is for every girl who was never believed


For I don’t understand what I am doing. For I don’t
practice what I desire to do; but what I hate, that I do.

—Romans 7:15


OMG did you hear about Kayla?

No, what?

Go look at Joe’s Insta!

OMG, what a slut!

Well that’s what she gets for being a skank


Chapter One

Alex jogs down the gravel path, his rubber cleats
making crunching sounds on the shiny, sparkling white stones. The
field, still lit up from the game, looks forlorn and lonely. The
sod is chewed up from impacts and cleats and falling bodies. Some
debris—plastic bags, strands from purple and gold pom-poms on a
stick, wrappers from cheeseburgers and hot dogs sold at the
concession stands—blows around in the slight warm wind, heavy with
coming rain. State championship flags snap and crackle on their
poles on either side of the scoreboard. The janitorial team works
their way up from bottom to top, picking up trash carelessly left
behind by the crowd who’d filled the iron rows of seats.

The scoreboard still reads: HOME 48 VISITORS 7.

He’s forgotten his arm pads on the sideline by the
bench. He took them off when Coach Musson pulled the starters from
the game when the fourth quarter started because the game was
already won. He didn’t realize he’d left them behind until Coach
Musson’s short postvictory pep talk was over, and he went to his
locker to take off his pads. His mom always says he’d forget his
head if it wasn’t attached. Maybe she’s right. He could just get
new ones, sure, but he’s superstitious about these arm pads. He’d
worn them all season last year when they’d won State again.

He knows it’s stupid, but why risk jinxing
things?

He’s coming down from the adrenaline rush of the
game, beginning to feel tired. His arm pads are right where he’d
tossed them, underneath the bench where the big orange coolers of
Gatorade sit during the game. The pads are just lying there,
graying gold, his name written in purple marker on them.

He’s thirsty but wants to just sit for a minute. Let
the locker room clear out a bit before he goes back to shower and
change.

The wind is picking up. The summer has been long and
hot and dry, but it’s supposed to start raining around midnight.
There’s a bruise on his right calf, purple outlined in yellow and
orange. He doesn’t remember getting hit there. He never remembers
the hits. The games go by so fast. He spends every Friday afternoon
with his stomach knotted. The pregame warm-up seems to last
forever. But once the whistle blows and the ball is kicked off the
tee, time flies. Later, his muscles will ache, the bruises will
come up, his joints will start hurting.

He knows he can’t sit for long. India, his
girlfriend, is waiting for him. He’s hungry—he can never eat before
a game. He wants to grab something to eat before he has to be home.
He hates his stupid curfew, but as his dad likes to remind him all
the damned time: My house, my rules.

“You pay some rent around here, and you can have
some say in how things get run around here,” he always says,
pointing his index finger at Alex. “Is that clear, hoss?”

He hates being called hoss.

He stands back up, his back cracking, his legs
feeling like lead. He slips his arm pads back on and starts jogging
back to the field house. It feels like he has weights on his feet.
He starts to slow to a walk, but if Coach Musson sees him walking
in uniform, he’ll make Alex run laps for not hustling and
respecting the uniform. No matter what time it is, no matter how
late. His dad says that’s why Coach Musson is a winner.

When he reaches the foot of the gravel path, he
hears something behind him. He stops and turns around. The
scoreboard winks out as he watches. The cleaning crews are still
filling the big garbage bags with trash. He’s about to turn back
around and head for the field house when he sees Lance Kidwell,
talking to someone in the shadows by the side of the bleachers.
Lance’s back is turned to him, but he can see the white number 7 on
the back of his jersey. What’s he doing out there? It doesn’t make
sense. Had Lance been in the locker room during the victory speech?
He racks his brain but doesn’t remember. The person Lance is
talking to turns to walk away, and for a moment, his face is caught
by the stadium lights.

It’s Mr. Howe, their Government teacher.

What the hell? Alex wonders. Mr. Howe’s a good guy.
He makes them work their asses off to get good grades, but he’s
fair. If you do the work, study, and participate in class, you’ll
get a good grade. He likes to mock Liberty Center High’s football
obsession but comes to every game, even the away ones. He won’t
take football as an excuse for not being prepared or not getting
the work done. He’s one of the few teachers Coach Musson can’t
bully into giving players passing grades. Alex likes Mr. Howe…but
why would Lance skip out on the postgame pep talk to hang out with
him?

Lance is doing lots of things that don’t make sense,
these days.

Whatever. It’s none of his business.

When he gets back to the locker room, it’s calmer
than before, but still crazy. A locker room after a win is a lot
more fun than after a loss. Guys laughing and shouting and yelling
at each other. The showers running. The hanging lights, obscured by
a layer of steamy mist, their long bulbs hidden behind wire mesh,
making tarnished rainbows. Locker doors slamming, guys tossing
their pads around, towels snapping, half-naked guys wrestling and
pushing and shoving and shouting, laughing as they catcall each
other. He hears bits and pieces of conversation, all raunchy,
nasty, dirty, talk about pussies and tits and whores and sluts and
screwing and getting blow jobs, dancing in the fog above the rows
of lockers.

Like always.

He walks down the row closest to the showers where
the seniors are assigned lockers. He dials his combination and
opens the door. He reaches under his jersey and unsnaps his
shoulder pads. He turns to Jim Milosevic for help taking off his
jersey. Shoulder pads make raising his arms over his head
impossible, so he needs help. He leans forward at the waist. Jim is
an asshole, a defensive tackle weighing over three hundred pounds,
his face and back covered with angry purplish pimples, but he’s
also one of the best tackles in the state and has college offers.
Jim always makes him wait, pretending he doesn’t see Alex standing
there with his arms up, leaning forward, and pretty much
helpless—sometimes snapping him with a damp rolled-up towel,
leaving a painful angry red welt. “Some help, Jim,” he says. He
closes his eyes, waiting for the inevitable pop of the towel, but
Jim apparently decides not to be an asshole for once and tugs at
the back of his jersey. “Here you go.” Jim tosses the jersey at
him. “You’re welcome.”

“Thanks,” he mumbles, turning away so Jim’s naked
body is out of his sight line. Alex doesn’t want to talk to him.
Jim always wants Alex to talk about India and her body, how far she
lets him get, talking shit about him not being man enough to fuck
her. Like Jim ever gets laid, like he’s some prize all the girls
line up for. His girlfriends never stick around long, and who could
blame them? Sometimes he wishes he could move his locker. He hates
dressing and undressing next to Jim.

But this is the last season he’ll ever have to stand
next to Jim in the locker room.

He can endure it for a few more months.

Thank God for being a senior.

He finishes undressing as Jim heads for the showers.
The row is almost empty, guys finished showering, toweling off,
getting dressed. He’ll be one of the last ones out. Once he hangs
up his helmet and shoulder pads inside his locker, he grabs his
cell phone and texts India: sorry running late.

No worries take your time.

He unties and unlaces his yellow game pants with the
big purple stripe down the sides, stained with grass and dirt,
sliding them down and tossing them inside the locker on top of his
other gear. The lights flicker for a moment, dead silence for a
second, before a group whooooo, and the noise picks up
again.

“Alex!” Ace Jones claps him on the shoulder. He’s
heading from the shower back to his locker. Ace is the star running
back, averaged 180 yards per game last season, already signed a
letter of intent with Fort Hays State. He has his yellow towel
wrapped around his waist. He is a little shorter and stockier than
Alex, all sinew and muscle, deep crevices between the abdominal
muscles. Ace has a nasty smile on his face. He leans closer and
whispers, “You want to suck my dick?”

He wants to knock Ace’s hand off his shoulder. He
wants to punch Ace in the mouth. But there’s no point.

Ace laughs at him. “There’s a party tonight,” he
whispers, a smirk on his face. “At Joe’s. You want to come?” He
leans closer and whispers, “Maybe I’ll let you suck my dick
later.”

He wants to punch that smirk off Ace’s face, aware
how close they are to each other.

He says, does, nothing. Just keeps standing
there.

Ace laughs and walks away.

He puts his head under one of the showerheads and
turns the hot water on, lets the strong spray pelt his
already-tightening muscles. He lathers up his body and rinses off
the soap, washes his hair, keeps putting his face into the
spray.

Don’t let him get to you. Don’t let any of them get
to you, he reminds himself. Only eight more games, and then the
playoffs. At most, three more months and he is done with it
forever.

He can’t wait for this season to be over.

By the time he finishes shampooing his hair, there’s
no one left in the communal shower. He towels himself dry and wraps
his big yellow towel around his waist. He heads back to his locker.
Maybe four or five other guys are left in the locker room. It’s
just after ten. He starts dressing as fast as he can, underwear,
jeans, purple LCHS senior T-shirt. He sits down on the bench to put
on his socks and shoes when he hears the outside door slamming
shut.

Lance comes around the corner. He knows it’s Lance
without having to look. Lance is their star quarterback. Lance is
on track to get a full ride to Colorado State, maybe even a shot at
the NFL someday. Lance is a golden boy, good-looking and tall and
strong and popular, a good student who’s always polite to adults.
Adults love Lance, always talking about what a role model he is, so
well-mannered and respectful, studies so hard and works at
McDonald’s even during football season, working two jobs in the
summer to save money for college. The Kidwells don’t have
money—they live on the wrong side of town, down close to the river
in a development that went up during the postwar boom and is barely
better now than a slum. His dad hurt his back at work and is now on
disability, working part-time as a janitor—probably out there in
the stadium right now, helping pick up trash. His mother, short and
chubby and always cheerful, works in the kitchen at the county
detention center Monday through Friday. Lance is ashamed of his
parents, blames them for being poor. He drives his mother’s
battered almost twenty-year-old Honda when she doesn’t need it. He
can’t wait to get out of Liberty Center. Once he does, he always
says, he’s never coming back. Once he goes, he’s gone for good.

He used to be Alex’s best friend.

Had been since they were kids playing T-ball.

“Help with my jersey?” Lance asks.

Alex pulls Lance’s jersey over his head. He hands it
to him without a word and sits back down to put on his shoes. “What
took you so long?” Alex asks. “You missed the postgame talk.”

“Nothing,” he snaps as he unbuckles his shoulder
pads, tosses them on the tiled floor.

“Forget I said anything,” Alex replies. He stands up
and starts shoving his uniform pants, his hip pad girdle, his jock
and jersey and socks and undershirt into his gym bag. His backpack
is already in the car. He gets out his phone and texts India, Be
right out. Meet me at the car.

I love you, she texts back.

“Hey man, I’m sorry,” Lance says, leaning against
the lockers in just his yellow uniform pants. He shakes his head.
“I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“Yeah. Sure. Whatever.” Alex starts to move past
him. “India’s waiting.”

Lance stops him, planting both of his big hands on
his chest. “I need a favor, Alex.” He swallows. “I need your
help.”

“India’s waiting.”

“Please? You’re the only real friend I—I’ve ever
had.”

“Lance…”

“Please, Alex.”

Alex fidgets. India’s waiting, and he’s taking
longer than he should. He sighs. But the look on Lance’s face…

“One minute.” Alex crosses his arms and leans
against the lockers. “You get one minute.”

Lance smiles, pushes an errant sweaty curl off his
forehead. “I’m sorry. About everything. I know you didn’t tell
Kayla.”

Too little too late. “I told you,” Alex
replies.

“I know.” Lance swallows. “I was wrong. About
everything.”

Alex taps his foot. “India’s waiting.”

“Promise me we can—I mean, I think we should talk.”
Lance glances back over his shoulder. “But not here. Not now. This
weekend, okay?”

“You said you needed a favor.” Not giving an inch,
like he’d promised himself he wouldn’t all summer. If he ever got
the chance.

“Please. I can’t trust anyone else.” He reaches into
his locker and pulls out a red Adidas gym bag. He drops it on the
bench. “I need you to take this for me and keep it safe. I’ll come
get it from you tomorrow morning, okay?” Lance glances over his
shoulder again. “And if anything happens to me, you need to keep
this safe for me.”

“Keep it safe?” Alex looks down at it. It’s Lance’s
gym bag, the same one he’s been using since Alex bought it for him
as a birthday present when they were freshmen. The straps have been
haphazardly sewn back on, and it’s battered, taped in places,
dirty. He starts to ask what Lance thinks might happen to him but
stops himself.

Lance has made it very clear they aren’t friends
anymore. Lance’s business is no longer his.

“Your gym bag?” Alex reaches for the strap. “What’s
in here? Better not be drugs.” He knows it’s not drugs—Lance won’t
even take a hit off a joint because failing a drug test will
destroy his future. “If it’s drugs, I’m taking it right to the
police station.”

“It’s not drugs.” Lance lowers his voice to a
whisper. “Don’t look inside, okay? Just, like I said, keep it safe
for me, okay? If anything happens to me…”

“What do you think is going to happen to you?” Alex
hears the bitterness in his own voice. Nothing is going to
happen to Lance—everyone knows that.

Nothing ever happens to the boys who play football
for Liberty Center.

“Probably nothing. Just till tomorrow morning, I
promise.” Lance smiles at Alex again, raises his blond eyebrows,
widens his blue eyes.

Alex unzips his own bag and crams Lance’s inside.
He’s barely able to close the zipper now. He swings the strap over
his shoulder. It’s not as heavy as he thought it would be. “You’re
going to pick it up tomorrow? Before you go to work?”

Lance looks back over his shoulder, like he’s
worried someone is spying on them. Alex rolls his eyes. Like anyone
gives a shit about his stupid gym bag. “Yeah, I have to work the
afternoon shift tomorrow. I’ll come by in the morning on my way to
work. Oh, and if anyone asks you, you don’t know anything about it,
okay?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever.”

“Promise.”

Alex rolls his eyes again, but Lance grabs the front
of his T-shirt.

“Promise.”

Alex shoves his hands away and scowls. “Okay, I
promise, I swear, okay? You happy now?”

“Alex, I promise you, I’ll make everything right.
I’ll make everything up to you.” His voice sounds almost desperate
as he adds, “Best friends forever, remember?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever.” Alex starts to walk away but
stops. “What were you talking to Mr. Howe about?”

Lance turns away from him, slipping his shoulder
pads over his head. “Mr. Howe?”

“I saw you. After the game. By the stands.”

He slips his pants and hip pads down, stands there
in just his grayed jockstrap. Alex pointedly averts his eyes.
“Nothing. Forget about it, okay?”

“Sure. Whatever, Lance.” Alex walks past him and
around the corner of the lockers. He stops short when he sees Coach
Musson’s son, Coach Barry—offensive coordinator and strength
coach—standing in his father’s office door, arms folded and biceps
bulging. Coach Barry is in his early thirties, most likely will
take the old man’s place if he ever retires. Coach Barry is
watching them, a scowl on his face.

Is Lance afraid of Coach Barry—no, that doesn’t make
any sense, Alex thinks as he walks for the door.

“Have a good night, Alex. Great game.” Coach Barry’s
face relaxes in a smile. “Enjoy your weekend, but be ready to work
on Monday.”

“Thanks, Coach. I’ll be ready.” The heavy door
closes behind him.

He feels the wet in the air. It’s going to start
raining soon. He puts his head down against the strong wind and
walks quickly to where he parked his car before the game.

Best friends forever.

Lance hasn’t said that since they were kids,
he thinks. And what was that with Mr. Howe?

Something’s going on.

He heads for his car, forgetting about Lance and his
problems.

After all, Lance’s made it clear they aren’t friends
anymore.

Best friends forever—what a crock of bullshit that
turned out to be.


Chapter Two

India waits for him by his car. The parking lot has
emptied, a few cars scattered around the emptied pavement. The
stadium lights click off as he walks across the parking lot.
“Sorry,” he says, hugging her as he clicks the trunk of the car
open, kissing the top of her head.

“I’m starving,” she says, left hand sliding down his
back, stopping when she reaches his pants. She’s still in her
cheerleading uniform, the tight short purple skirt with the gold
stripe around the tacked bottom, her purple and gold saddle shoes,
the gold knee socks. Her blond hair is pulled back into a tight
high ponytail, held in place with long purple and gold ribbons
fluttering down her back. She kisses his cheek before opening the
driver’s side door and climbing across to the passenger seat,
flashing him a quick shot of purple tights beneath her skirt.

He puts the bag in his trunk. He glances around. No
one is around. He unzips it and pulls out Lance’s bag. He shoves it
as far back in the trunk as he can, behind the tool chest his
father insists he keep in the car.

Like he’d know what to do with any of those tools if
something went wrong with the car.

He’s been going steady with India Blackledge since
eighth grade. She’s always been pretty, never had an awkward stage,
is nice to everyone, her smile impossible to resist. She’s a flyer,
always on top of pyramids, tossed high into the air to flip around
before landing in the basket created by the arms of her fellow
squad members. She has a big voice for a small girl. Her legs are
muscular and strong. She’s a lucky blonde whose skin tans golden
instead of burning, her big blue eyes round and expressive. She has
a great singing voice, gets straight As, is in the honor society.
She’s always polite and respectful. Just being around her makes him
feel better, improves his mood. She makes everyone comfortable,
puts them at ease.

He doesn’t know what she saw in him back in junior
high, what she still sees in him now they’re seniors. She could
have any guy at Liberty Center High she wants but chose him. He’s
not the only one who doesn’t get it. Plenty of other guys don’t
either.

He hears his teammates talking about her in the
locker room now and then. It used to piss Lance off. Lance always
put a stop to it but wasn’t always around. Alex is never sure if
they want to provoke him, want him to fight them. He’s a good
player, a second-year starter, but he’s never been accepted as one
of the guys.

Even before.

He starts the car and turns up the air. It’s
starting to rain, and India reaches over and grabs his hand as he
shifts into drive. Her little hand is warm. “You want to go to
Vista?”

“No.” The Vista drive-in is where most kids hang out
after games, the crowd spilling over into the huge parking lot of
the next-door Safeway. They used to go there after games with Lance
and Lexy, his girlfriend. It’s where everyone at Liberty Center
High goes to see and be seen. There’s always contraband beer and
liquor in the parking lot. The cops ignore it, sometimes cruising
by slowly on Sixth Street but never doing anything more than that.
“Let’s go to Sonic. I want Tater Tots and a vanilla Diet
Pepsi.”

He pulls out of the parking lot.

He doesn’t miss hanging out at Vista. He’d rather be
alone with India anyway. He does miss Lance and Lexy, despite
everything. They used to be inseparable, before—Alex and Lance best
friends since they were kids, Lexy and India going back even
further. Best friends dating best friends. What could be
cooler?

But they aren’t friends anymore.

“There’s another party at Joe’s tonight,” he says,
taking the highway overpass into town.

India looks out the window and shivers. “I wonder
whose turn it’ll be tonight.” Her voice is low and bitter.

The Arroyo house is down by the river on the
south—bad—side of town. Joe is the youngest Arroyo, and he’s your
guy if you want weed, Ecstasy, or Molly or whatever. He calls
himself a freelance pharmacist. Joe always looks high and can be
counted on to have a blunt on him. Most of the time he can be found
behind the auto shop with the other burnouts, cutting class.
There’s always something going on at Joe’s house on Friday nights.
His mom died when he was a kid, and his dad works the night shift
at Midwestern Beef Processors, the biggest employer in Liberty
Center besides the college.

Some of the team could always be found there.

Not Alex. He’s never gone to a party at Joe’s and
never will.

He’s made India promise she won’t, either.

“You don’t think—”

“You never know,” she replies, tracing her finger
through the fog on the passenger window. “I can’t wait till we
graduate and get out of this town.” They’d both gotten early
acceptances to Kansas State. Alex doesn’t know yet what he’ll major
in—his parents want him to be an accountant, but he hates math.

“Two hundred and seventeen more days,” he says,
stopping as the light at the other side of the overpass turns red.
He has an app on his phone counting down the days—hours, minutes,
and seconds.

“It seems like so long,” she replies.

He doesn’t answer.

There isn’t much for teenagers to do in Liberty
Center, Kansas. There’s a bowling alley, a two-screen cinema on
Commercial Street, a roller-skating rink, and a dying mall, but not
much more than that. Most teens spend the nights just driving
around, grabbing something to eat, and trying not to go crazy from
boredom. Things used to be better in Liberty Center—older people
are always talking about back when—but it’s been the same
for as long as Alex can remember. There used to be more jobs
available in town, but anywhere paying good wages is gone, other
than the Beef or the bread bakery on the other side of town. The
Coke bottling plant and the spark plug factory closed when he was a
kid. Commercial Street used to have shops and stores and cafés
running its entire length, from where it starts by the college to
the park it passes by on the way out of town. Most of those
business are closed with the windows boarded over.

He turns right on Twelfth Street by the Liberty
State University campus and glances at the parking lot in the
run-down apartment building just past the corner. He doesn’t see
the car he’s looking for.

India doesn’t say anything, just squeezes his hand
tighter. He turns left at the light at Prairie Street. “I saw
Bracken Dixon at the game tonight.”

“You sure?”

She nods, touches up her lip gloss. “I know Bracken
when I see him. In the stands. I didn’t talk to him. I went up
there at halftime to talk to him, but he was gone. I kept looking
but didn’t see him again.”

Bracken Dixon being in town isn’t good. He graduated
last summer and moved to Lawrence for KU.

Alex makes the turn into the Sonic parking lot and
maneuvers the car into the one open space, about halfway between
the building and the street. Some cars look familiar. Every car
looks familiar in a small town like Liberty Center. He puts his
window down and orders a bacon double-cheeseburger meal with Tater
Tots and a vanilla Diet Pepsi, with an extra order of Tater Tots
for her. He closes the window.

She slips her debit card into his hand.

“You don’t have to pay,” he says, feeling his face
starting to color.

“I want to. Save your money. I don’t mind,
really.”

He nods and slips it into his jacket pocket.

A car door opens on the other side of the parking
stalls, and it’s Bracken Dixon getting out. Bracken starts walking
toward where they’re parked. “Shit,” he mumbles.

India puts her hand on his sleeve as he fumbles with
the door handle. “Don’t get out of the car, Alex.”

“Bracken doesn’t have a problem with me.” He doesn’t
feel as confident as he sounds, and he’s sweating under his
T-shirt. He pushes the door open and leans against the car. The
rain is about to catch up to them. He can feel the wet in the heavy
warm air.

“Hey, Alex,” Bracken says, hands shoved into the
pockets of his jeans.

“Didn’t expect to see you in town,” he replies.

Bracken leans back against the car beside him.
Bracken played tight end like Alex. Unlike Alex, he’s fast and
great with his hands. He’s taller than Alex, maybe six three,
weighs around 210 pounds. His curly coppery-red hair is cut shorter
than it used to be, but he still has the freckles and the gray eyes
and the dimples. Bracken might have been a beast on the football
field but is one of the nicest guys off.

He had a big friendly smile back when he used to
smile.

“I thought I’d come home for the first game, see if
I could put some ghosts to rest.” His smile is rueful.

“How’d that work out for you?”

Bracken shakes his head. “Too damned many ghosts, I
guess.” He shoves his hands deeper into his pockets. “It was weird
being in the stadium again. Everything’s so…different now, you
know?”

“I know.”

“It was a mistake coming back here.” He shakes his
head. “I had to leave the game before halftime. Every time Jim
called their names”—Jim Offerman has been working as the game
announcer for almost forty years—“I just wanted to punch
someone. It sucks. I have a lot of good memories of that stadium,
this town, but none of that matters anymore. I can’t even think
about any of that shit without…you know.” He swallows. “Mom and Dad
told me I’d be better off never coming back here. They’re right.
How’re you holding up?”

“Counting the days to graduation,” Alex replies,
gesturing over his shoulder at India, in the car. “Both of us.”

“How is it being on the team now?”

“It’s not great.” He didn’t want to play, but his
dad won’t hear of him quitting. It’s something else to endure, like
physics and trigonometry. He goes to practice and does what he
should. He’s not emotionally vested in the games, in the team,
anymore. He does his job on every play. If he’s expected to go out
for a pass, he runs his route and waits to see if Lance throws the
ball to him. If it comes to him, he does his best to catch and hold
on and get as far upfield as he can. If he is supposed to block
someone, he takes them out. But he doesn’t feel the emotions he did
last year, when he rode a roller coaster—up and down, up and
down—the entire game. When the game ended earlier tonight, he
wasn’t excited for another Liberty Center Trojan victory, another
step closer to the goal of winning State again. He felt nothing.
He’d faked it, jumping up and down in a group with his teammates,
yelling and shouting, but what he was thinking was one game down,
only eight more and the playoffs to go, and it’s over.

“It’ll be over soon enough,” he says.

“I heard some kids talking about there being a party
at Joe Arroyo’s tonight.” Bracken’s face reddens. “I can’t believe
the fucking nerve.”

Alex doesn’t tell him the parties at Joe’s only took
one week off before everything calmed back down again, that
everyone moved on like nothing happened the night of the bonfire.
Why make him madder? What would be the point?

He knows exactly how Bracken feels—frustrated and
angry and helpless.

“Has anything else happened?” Bracken looks away as
he says the words.

Alex shakes his head. “Not that I know about,
anyway. I haven’t heard anything. But maybe I wouldn’t, you
know?”

That’s what you get for being a slut.

#shedeservedit

That’s what should happen to skanks like her.

“You’re a good guy, Alex.” Bracken holds up his hand
for a fist bump.

Feeling like a fraud, he holds up his fist. “I’m not
that good of a guy, Bracken.” I didn’t help your sister lies
unspoken between them.

“Better than anyone else in this fucking hellhole
town. Coming back here was a mistake.” He pushes off from the side
of Alex’s car. “Maybe I’ll go surprise my folks.”

“They don’t know you’re in town?” Alex asks.

“I didn’t tell them I was coming. They’d have tried
to talk me out of it, and I needed to come.” He makes a face. “I’ll
just spend the night there, get up in the morning, and drive back
to Lawrence. This town…don’t let it get you down, Alex. There’s a
whole world out there, and once you get away, you begin to realize
this town, these people, don’t mean shit.”

A kid comes hurrying down the walkway from the
building, carrying a tray with a bag of food and a soda cup. Alex
recognizes his face but doesn’t know his name. He’s a sophomore, a
smart kid—Chess Club and some of the AP college prep classes, a
year ahead of most of the kids in his class. He is tall and skinny,
crazy curly dirty-blond hair, long thin pimply face. He pauses and
looks at them.

“Your food’s here,” Bracken observes. “I’m outta
here. Take care, Alex, and watch out for India.”

Watch out for India.

Bracken walks away quickly. The sophomore comes up
to Alex hesitantly, holding out the tray. “Um…”

They usually attach the trays to the car windows.
The kid clearly doesn’t have the slightest idea what to do. Alex
can almost read his mind: football player one of the popular
kids what do I do I don’t want to fuck this up oh God why
me?

Alex takes the tray from him and sets it down on the
hood of the car. Alex reaches into his pocket and hands him India’s
debit card. The kid pulls out of one of those handheld authorizer
machines from his jacket and swipes the card, presses some buttons,
and hands the card back. Alex opens the car door and puts the food
bag in his seat, his drink in the door cup holder, and hands the
other to India. He turns back to the kid, who’s holding out the
receipt nervously.

“Um, here you go, Alex, thanks.”

He takes the receipt and watches the kid pick up the
tray from the hood of the car.

He still can’t think of the kid’s name.

Alex pulls out his wallet.

“Don’t you want your mints?” The kid holds them out
with a stack of paper napkins.

“What’s your name?”

He reddens more, shifting from one foot to the other
uncomfortably. “Um, it’s Blake.”

Blake. Of course. Blake Burris.

He pulls a five from his wallet and hands it to him.
“Thanks, man.”

Blake doesn’t look at it, grabbing it and shoving it
into the apron pocket. He flees back to the building.

Alex gets back into the car. He gives her a small
greasy bag of Tater Tots from the bag.

“What did Bracken want? Why is he in town?”

“He said he just wanted to put some old ghosts to
rest.” He bites into his cheeseburger.

“I’ve got a bad feeling,” she says.

He swallows. “I’ve had one for a long time.”

Watch out for India, he hears Bracken saying
again.

Unspoken: Like you didn’t for my sister.


Chapter Three

Burrowed beneath his blankets and sheets, only his
head exposed, he hears his parents moving around. They’re talking,
but he can’t hear what they’re saying. The voices are too
muffled.

But their bedroom is on the other side of the house.
He shouldn’t be able to hear them at all unless they’re on his side
of the house.

He’s tossed and turned all night, never falling
asleep for long. His muscles and joints ache, last night’s game
catching up to him. He hears his mother’s footsteps. He looks at
his alarm: 7:05. He closes his eyes as the bedroom door opens and
the overhead light comes on.

“Alex, wake up.”

He sits up, rubbing his eyes and yawning. That
bruise on his upper arm is turning dark purple, the color fading
out as it radiates from the center, the outer edges outlined in
pale sickly yellow.

She’s holding the landline phone, which no one ever
uses anymore, in her hand.

That can’t be good.

She always says the only reason anyone would call
after nine p.m. or before eight in the morning is bad
news—someone’s in the hospital, or someone’s died.

“I know it’s early, I’m sorry.” She looks worried
and haggard, no makeup, her usually impeccably styled dark hair
flattened, still, on the right side from the pillow. His father
stands in the doorway in just his underwear.

“Is someone…?”

“Lance’s mother is on the phone. She wants to talk
to you,” his father says. He sounds worried, but Alex can tell he’s
starting to get angry. “Mrs. Kidwell says he didn’t come home last
night. You know anything about this?” The veiled threat: You’d
better not.

“What? Why?”

In his head, he hears Lance saying again If
anything happens to me…

Lance is the example they use on him whenever he
fucks up. A D in Geometry? Why can’t you be more like
Lance?

Lance plays three sports.

Lance is so respectful.

Lance has a job, Lance always goes to church, Lance,
Lance, Lance.

Lance is the son they always wanted.

Instead, they wound up with Alex and the crushing
disappointment of him being just average.

Staying out all night isn’t Lance’s style—or didn’t
used to be, anyway.

He doesn’t know what Lance’s style is anymore.

“If you know anything, boy, you’d better tell her,
you understand me?” His dad points at him. Typical. That’s his
father’s style—don’t ask questions, always assume the worst.
Guilty until proven innocent is the Wheeler family motto,
his father playing judge, jury, and sometimes executioner. “Make me
something to eat, Althene. I’m getting in the shower.” He goes to
the country club every Saturday morning. In good weather he plays
golf. In the winter he plays handball. “Did I make myself clear,
Alex?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What?” His voice rises, eyes narrow, anger just
below the placid surface.

“Yes, sir.” More conviction. Respect. That’s
what his father wants to hear. “Mom?”

“Talk to Mrs. Kidwell.” She hands him the phone. He
notices her gray roots. She’s due for a touch-up.

Althene Wheeler never lets anyone see her gray
roots.

“Hey, Mrs. Kidwell. Sorry it took me so long to come
to the phone.” He reaches for a pair of sweatpants draped over his
desk chair and pulls them on.

“Alex?” Mrs. Kidwell’s voice sounds strained, higher
pitched than usual, almost shrill. “Sorry to wake you up, but do
you know where Lance might be? He didn’t come home last night. He
isn’t answering his cell phone.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t.” He swallows again. “I haven’t
seen him since after the game.”

“Do you know where he was going after the dance? Was
there a party somewhere he was going to?” Dread in her voice.

“He didn’t say anything to me about going to a
party.” Not that he would tell me anymore, he adds to himself.

“When did you see him last?”

“Um, in the locker room? After the game.”

If anything happens to me…

“Lexy swears he dropped her off, and he was coming
straight home. And the car is here.” Her voice shakes. “Alex,
please tell me the truth. I won’t be angry, I promise. Was
he going to a party where they’d be drinking?”

“I don’t
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